When monks and nuns prayed in the Middle Ages, they did so with their minds and their bodies. Th e act of worship combined reading, prayer, and meditation, sometimes referred to as meditative prayer or contemplative meditation. Meditation was central to monastic life. In her book, the Craft of Th ought, Mary Carruthers has described the process of meditation: "Monastic meditation is the craft of making thoughts about God."
1 Monks based their meditations on the sacred texts of the Bible-they used biblical images and stories to formulate their ideas about God. Th ese texts remained in their minds and inspired creative action such as literature, art, and prayer.
2 Th e end purpose of meditation was to aid religious men and women to become closer to God. Th is goal, as Jean Leclerq has explained, embodied the overriding purpose of monastic life. Religious men and women participated in many activities-charity, prayer, and study, but they did so in order to eventually attain knowledge of heaven. 3 I consider the degree to which the contemplative meditation of religious women was gender specifi c. 4 To grapple with such a huge subject, I take four twelft h-century prescriptive texts and analyze some of the most prominent imagery. Th ese texts, composed respectively by Conrad of Hirsau, Osbert of Clare, and Goscelin of St. Bertin, were laura michele diener designed for the benefi t of religious women.
5 Th ey are certainly not the only such texts from the period, (the letters of Peter Abelard to Heloise and her nuns at the Paraclete will immediately spring to mind) and I could have chosen others. Th ese texts work well grouped together, however, in that each author represented the process of prayer through a series of intriguing images, particularly bedchambers, mirrors, tabernacles, and feasts. Some of these images were common to texts for men as well but as I demonstrate, these authors tailored their advice to respond to what they considered the specifi c needs of religious women.
6
I next consider two texts that women themselves were involved in creating, the vita of Christina of Markyate and the visionary writings of Elisabeth of Schönau.
7 Th ere were several other texts that would have been relevant, but I have chosen these because meditation played an important role in the lives of Elisabeth and Christina from early adolescence. I explore their accounts of praying, reading, and immersion 6 Herbert Grundmann was one of the fi rst historians to explore the specifi c spiritual needs of Christian medieval women as well as how men attempted successfully or otherwise, to address them. See Herbert Grundmann, Religiöse Bewegungen im Mittelalter (Berlin, 1935 (Oxford, 1959) .
